Autotomy following sciatic and saphenous nerve sections: sparing of the medial toes after treatment of the sciatic nerve with capsaicin.
Autotomy, or self-mutilation of the foot following sciatic and saphenous nerve lesions, was examined in rats after pretreatment of the sciatic nerve with capsaicin. This pretreatment produced an alteration in autotomy behavior which resulted in the sparing of the medial side of the foot. The effect occurred following a long (12-week) pretreatment-test interval, but not after shorter (1- and 4-week) intervals. The effect also depended on the successive transecting of the saphenous and sciatic nerves. Sparing of the medial side of the foot occurred only when the saphenous nerve was transected at the time of the sciatic nerve treatment with capsaicin. Because the side of the foot innervated by the saphenous nerve was spared by treating the sciatic nerve with capsaicin, we suggest that capsaicin alters the course of autotomy by preventing collateral innervation of the saphenous region by the intact sciatic nerve during the pretreatment-test interval. The fact that this occurs only after a 12-week interval suggests that capsaicin's effect on collateral innervation is a gradual process that requires a long time to develop.